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Abstract : : S
Klﬁdergérten through eighth gradé;étudents (N=211) were
instructed to describe an adult that thef kn@ﬁ-very well,
Responses were classified into 'y Gateéériesirepresenting
major descriptivé constructs relatéd to peréaﬁ
perception. A MANOVA (gr;de X sex x 9 categ@riééé
revealed‘signifigaﬁt increases in the uséféf*fivé ot

the targeted categories by children in h;ghef*gradés.

A second MANOVA (grade x sex x 2 categaries)showed a

significant increase in the ‘use of central descriptiv

0

onstructs by.older children. An ANQVI‘Shawed significant

increases in the elaborateness of the categories used by

=

fo t

der children. .The results are discussed in terms of

o]
ot

the development of person perception in children.
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* s

number of con - children suggests that as

children grov .fé able t@fémplay WidéT='

perspectives Aﬁéptans of Dthers by b21hﬂ

. T

alert to the - , termg‘ingwhich someone may be
. . "4.? 5.

understgod.%_ ' e !

’leesley and Bromley (1973) have documented a
developmental sh;ft!;n children's use of central

statements, referring to "stable' internal states of the

individual, between the ages of -7 and 8. They instructed

children from the ages of 7 to 15 to déségibe adults and

children they liked and disliked. This,free description

task entailed writing separate descriptions of each

tar*eted person, which then were analyzed- according to

what descrlptive Qatégaries were employed. Livesley and
Bromley found that behavioral QDDSlStEﬂElE and persanality

tralts (cEﬁﬁral statements) were used increasingly more

often by o ,1d er h;ldren and that references to appearance,

identity, family, and possessions (peripheral State@?nts)

earchers linked

it}

were used decreasingly with age. The re
these changes to -increased cognitive maturity and the

greater predictability regarding others afforded the child
who attends to central characteristics rather than )

:
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périphéra; characteriéticz_"Thé ;dagtivity of the
individual in SGGialiAQﬂt‘”tS would be 4 natural result -
of aﬁtending‘tg entral cha c%é;;shics of Dthe;s,
indtead of mer; superflclal gharacterlétlcs.

nterest in the current Study argse from the

=i

af@rementlﬁnéd research of Livesley and Bromley. It was
felt that using American subjects and incorporating a
somewhat broader range of ages of the children would

sent additional evidencee/regarding develoémental: L

]

T
trends in descriptions. As opposed to Livesley‘s‘gndy
v

. ) ) . 7 , i 7
Bromley's interest in descriptions of both adults(and

—~
=

- children, in this study interest focused upon fthe child®s

perceptions of adults and therefore, upon descriptions
- children from kiﬁdergarten to eiggtb grade could give-
b

out adults. Since children in kindergarten and early

Eleméntary school do n@tshave the ability to write
extensive des ”iptians, an interview format, wherein an
» adult elicits Qfal‘descripticnsg was chosen. An advéﬁtagé
éf oral descripéians with ény age'child'aver written
© e uii descriptions is that the child's descriptian is less
sub ject to variations in ﬁriting ability. Whereas

. Livesley and Ei@mley'(1§735 found that the number of

O
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,references made by their subjects increased with age,

T

this apparent increase could be due to the greater
o writing facility of older children. A further advantage

is that an oral free description may ¢come closer to the
a x " A B

naﬁﬁral, %ofé spontaneous occasion upon which a child
expresses perceptions about others than does the more
J ’ : -

, ;o;m%l writing s}tuatioﬁ; The child is Iess likely to

revise and reconsider the descriptions that are presented.
Thus, there is the possibility of attaining greater

e¢oldgical validit§ in oral interviews that more closely

approximate the natural process of social cognition.
“ : *

¢ Eisédviﬁtages to the bral, interview, however, include
the possibility of influence 6y the interviewér, and the

o . . .
child's awareness of the tape recorder, itself. These

disadjggﬁages,-éf-caurse, are potentially préséntrin a¥l
interviewatéchﬁiqués, even wgén f;e intérviewersrmaigtain
gf;iét‘adﬁéren;e to objective questioning. Given the
étfengtﬁsrand weaknesées of éach-aéproach, the decision

,té use open, oral iﬁtéf?iewg was ulpimatélyrdetermiﬁed by
- :ir %Ee 1ack‘of writing skill in the y@ungestrsubjégtsg

Liﬁesléy and Bromley develgped‘SE regular categories

h

or .children's perceptions based upon the responses

o -

O
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v

received in theﬁr writing. In the current study, those

] * - .

categories Were_reduged*to nine, because it was believed
{

fhat the oral descriptions would be briefer than written

descriptions, and, therefore, would have too many null
éategoriés.vape fewer categ@riésbemployed in analyzing
children's responses the greater the reliabilit& of the
raters of the responses is likely to. be. The fine
disérimination_@f Livesley's and Bromley's cat,g@riés
Based upon prior research, two main hypotheses were
developed regafﬁing the cbildfén‘s responses:
(a) Pe?iphergl references would decrease and central
references w941d incfégse-with,ageh an'd (b) elaborétenéss
of t;e descripti@né (as measured by tﬁe'number of
éategﬁries uéed) @éuld,inareégé with égea F%rther
-interestEQéntereg up@ﬂ:tﬁe‘specifié categories of
n@f been iﬁvestigated in other research, no specific
hyp@the%eg were advanced. |

Method

Subjects « e z_

Subjects- were 211 kindergarten through eighth grade
N b ,

dren enrolled in a gnivérsity laboratory school; the

=

chi

s

o

=
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education class. The school maintains a carefully

in whieh it resides. For research purposes, a careful
representation of occupations, income, race and ethnic
background of the community is maintained in thdt Séttingg

The town is composed of a!tyPical distribution of small

town, nonindustrial occupations, including occupations
associated with a university; approximately 65% of the .

town are Whites, 337 Black, and 2% other minority. The

mean ages for each grade, kindergarten through eighth,

are 5 years 7 months, 6 years 9 months, 7 years 9 months,

5 years 5 ménths;-g years 3 months, 10 years 7 months,

»

11 years 9 months, 12 years 6 months, and 13 ygaré 8

months, respectively/

)

Each c» 1d was iustructig}lo describe an adult that

4

she or he knew very well. Eﬁelinstru.ti

Non-leading proépts were u

completed the original description, in order to encourage

as much elaboration as the child was willing to make.
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These prompts took the form of statemenﬁs'such as, '""Can

=l

f the

you tell me anything more about tnat'ﬁérscn?"
.child-did not elaborate on the éescription, no attempt
to génerage further des&riptian; was madei' Two trained
female interviewers interviewed equal numbers of males

and females in each grade, so that there was a

- counterbalancing. off any effects associated with the

iy

personalities of the interviewer
The transcribed descriptions were read and responses

] ) . . . 4

were classified by two trained observers who were unaware

of the hypotheses -associated with thel’study. Each of the

nine descriptivé categories were based upon a reduction

f the categories used by Livesley and Bromley (1973).

o

Interrater reliability in classifying the responses was.

j=cam§uted to be .86, The categories were as follows:

f Categories for Children's Descriptions
s - —= - = =

1, Appearance: - References' to external gqualities, such
pp ’

as body build, facial characteristics, and size.

2+ Edﬁtine habits and activities: References to typical

activities engaged in by the person described, such

"as, '""he smokes a lot", '"she goes to school", '"he
" works all the time."

3. Possessions: References to items owned by the

ERIC
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individual. . B S E Lo .

4. Personality: References to personality traits, .
e I A

temperament, characteristic reactions, behavioral
consistencies, aspiratipns, mot ives; expectations,ﬂ
wishes, fears, and feelings abapt‘situati@ns§

Examples in this éatég ory are wide- Spread

""makes a lot of excuses",
"hgllers“, "want .0 move to aﬁatpey>cithgz"isr
afraid of Sﬁakes”, and ”aiways reads fhe paéer“i

- 5,-’Aétitudeé andﬁéghiévemeﬂté; References to mental

and physical skills and capacities, successes and

u

> failures iﬂ-agtivities associated with ability or

skill; for example, "she's very smart',; "he's a good

fish?;man;, "she's a good driver". v ) :
6. Attltudes.} Refe énceg to likes and dislikés,-valﬁeé;
/ . . ,
v idé&lS,ISéff—%Stéém, Se;fibeliéfsvof,the person, such
aif,iJ ‘E like telév;sion”, "enjoys going ta'pa;iies",- ;
fﬁg”ls very religious", "thiﬂks he is a good workef”:
7. Evaluations: The subjéét?s evaluations of the: person
| - - (
ﬂescribgﬁ; References to desirébilitz or

apprppriateness of the person'

Rt

behav 1 r. For

example, '"good", Pnice"y."terribié”,r"laéy",
T = .

. - PR ., F

"interesting", '"borihg".. J
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8. Social roles: Referénces-to gfpu, and organizational

; dﬁserv;ble so¢ial\role ‘such as "mother'", "businessmdn',

i : L : . .

".teacher”j ??eioﬁéé to tﬁé country club",

" - 253 Comparisons: ReieréﬂGESétDEéompar%tivé différen;és‘
betﬁéen thé person and any Dthe:iﬁeapgg ér'iééaisi T

For example, "she is the prettiest', "he is tallefx .

thaQ my fatherf, ""he is more fun tggn anybody else". -
In order fto gégt the hyﬁot"esis that there #%ould be;
a decrease  in periphetral and én ingreése.in’ceﬁtfél
" descriptions with grade 1evé1; the ninq catggo:ies were

~J

achievements), 6 (attitudes), and (evaluatians);
h

In order to test the hypothesis that the

T : [

laborateness of children's descriptions would increase
) 3 ’ : B

with grade level, the total number of 3aﬁégaries'

}‘m‘

. employed by the éhildrgn were used, regarq;esé of how
s many responses were placed in each catggéry;; In other
; ' i‘i : i ‘
= B = \-
& rﬁs" =
< . oo %:"1“; ) e
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(4), F(8,193)=2.06, p <.041;

Wi

N ' Chlldren = Desgrlptlans -
{ E— . - ‘. N - ) . ' ’ l?"

= x
words, a éatégcry was counted@—the same Whéthéf the child

;emplayéd ;txance ﬁrfse%éral times. . - - 7 -
e ) Results
Multlvarlate analys;s’@f variance (MANDVA) .was

' performed for the first 2 of the 3 agalyses; ANDVA,WES

performed ‘in thé thlrd analysis.

;iiéiéilz Cqmg§g;san _among all categcr;&s. .
- A-S X9 x 9 (sex x grade x ‘specific categbriés)U
MANOVA was performed ﬁa determine any grade level treﬁds:
in the spécif%chkind% of categories used by the children
There was a significant ﬁﬁitivariate"méin effect for
. grade level, using Wilks Lambda, F(s,i93)=gi4%, p <.001.
There was no significant ﬁultivariatg main effégt for
sex, nor a‘&iénifigaut multivariate'intéragtién. - .

Slgnlflaant unlvari te effe éts-fcr:changéraver-agé

were found -for 5 of the 9 cat3gar;es' Egutine habits)

and activities (2), F(S 193)12.61, p <.01; Personality
Attitudes (6),” F(8,193)=2.44,
p <.015; Evaluafion (7), F(8,193)=6.63, p <.001; Soci al
roles (8), F(8,193§;2_§8, p <. :

showed increases in the use of gategories in later grades.
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< Insert Table 1 about here

~omparison

Peripheral versus

(SEX x grade x p pherai vs. central)®

Méﬁ@?é was performed to test the hypﬂth351s that there

- : . I B
would be a rise in central descript;ans and a fall in.

b=
b
w
w
b
bo

péripheral deécriptiaﬁs with grade level. There was a .

\m

¥

'gnif caﬁt multivarlate main effect for gradé'levelg
8,

28

-(8,193)=2.74, E*‘f .001.” There was no significant - -

multivariate main effect for sex, nor a significant
multivafiate interaction.
A significant univariate effect reflecting

ﬁincreases in EEﬂtral descrlpt ns in later grade levels
I3

was obtained, F(8,193)=5.03, p <.001, but there was no
univariate effect for ghanges in periphéral descriptions.

Tablé 2 shows the obtained means demeﬁstrating the

M

general increase in categ@ y use in later grades.

*

- : : Insert Table 2 about here

Analysis 3: Elabcrateness of descrlptlens

A2 x9 (sex X grade) ANOVA was pérfarmed to test

14
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'the hypothesis thgt the elabarateﬁess of the-descriptions

wolild iﬁcrgéée,,;ﬁh grade level A 51gniflsant effect -
f@r grade was obtained, F(S 193)=§i?0;;;{.30i confirming
the hypothesis thérglwas no .effect fﬂr gsex énd no -

sig 1flcant interacti jon. Means for fhe male and female
re,pgnses in each grade are sﬁ@wn in Table 3. ‘

T ’ Discussion

The EQDSlStEEt flndlng of grade 1evel or age trends
in all of the investigated areas of children's
déscripticﬁs confirms the genéraf‘expeataticns
éssaciated with this study.- A develapmental,tTEﬂd W%S
réveaiéﬂ in five-@f the nine categories, four of which were
elements comprising almost all:of the categories in

central descriptions. ‘Inspection 0f the means obtained

in the significant categories (see Table 1), however, o
shows that some of. the categcrles (e.g. routine habitssa

number 2) had very few responses assoclated with ‘them,
even though statistically there was a significant trend.
It is difffeult to say what sort of trend actually.is

present when so few responses occur. Additionally, in

(]
(|
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' times as many central constructs as the kindergarten =

de&elopméntal shift between the ages of 7 agé 8 in

Children*s Desgripfians

15
Fhe case of categary'S‘(sacial‘ra%es),ﬁhilé théfé is é;;

significant trend statistically, the changes i" the mean

-

number of responses in this category g,veﬂ atsag age may

nét be ﬁeamingful—* The most clear de elapmental trends

igan be seen in categories 4 (persanallty), 6 (attltudes),

and 7 (évaluat;@ns) Whare maﬁe réspénses}in each category
, .

are gererally assaglated w1th,sdv anges in grade level.
x-f

When 1nd1v1dual categarle are pooled into

.peripheral and céntral catégariési a mugh more appérent

to eighth grade. Eighth gradé%students employ almost four

=

students. 8Since the present analysis concentrated upaﬁ

overall grade level changes in descriptions, no attempt

was made to test statistically for the oft-cited

children's useé:ai central constructs (Livesley and
Brgmiey, 1873). However, a clé;e inspection of the means
in Téblé 2 igveais some evidence for the possibility of

a h;f gcurring bet%een the fdrst grade (S!YEEFS 9

7 <«
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T, manths) énd*the segand grade (7 yéars Q m@nths}— Thls g

.

mlid Shlit in tbe use éf Eéntral canstructs is ﬂét

susta;ned in the thlrd gr&de, wheré respanses aré at thé

samé 1ev31 as. 1n the first grade. If there is a: meanlngfui
7k»$h;ft in’ category use 1n this Study,-;t Qccurs bétWEEﬂ

the third (& years 5 mﬁﬂth%) and fgurth grade (9 years

f

3 ménths)i in this case the upwa:d shift in the number )

of central canstrgcts is ma, ntained.

Further ;nd;ca éns af some rélat 1y rapld shiftg
between the third and fourth grades can also be ,8een in
the means of the Qeriphéral constructs. Even th@ugg
théfESE&SJﬂD'Stafisfically significant rise in the use
@f pe % :
through

.
number Qf geriphé;al responses. Since Livesley and

;pheral constructs, the upéer grades (fourth

eighth) as a un1t have a somewhat h;gher mean

1’ ID"

Eramley;(lE%S) %eﬁ@rtédia d%créase in the use of
< ) ) )
perlpheral c@nstrugts in their Subgects, this mild

Shlft upward in tgg currépt study is ngt gcns;stent with
their findings. ® As pcssible reason far this may lie 1n,
the differences between oral desariptlanséln this study

and written descrlptlcns, as used in the Livesley and

Bfémléi.study,_ Thé use of peripheral statements is more
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R L o S
prevalent in this study possibly because of the more =«
BV - A : = . g
Sprtaggags; less refleztive; nature of “oral- ) . ﬂii
dgscr tlQﬂSiln general. -

; as réfléGféd by the number of categaries Emplayed shcws

- -

ancther. 1%,? déielcgméntal trend. Except for the drcp

1n the ‘elaborateness of desgr;ptlans emplo yed by th%:
eighth grade students, therg is a steady, gradual>increase

in élabcfatéﬁ?és as children reach higher grade levels.

It is réa'a'gblé*ta expect that anyone,’ natlmé’ély a
i R
child, w 11 te,i to p’efer gertaln constructs in . o

provid 1ng iescrlptlans and w1ll tend to use those

cqnstrugps!jrequéntly. It is unlikely that ‘someone would.’
exhaust ihe nuﬁber of. constructs or categories, eveniwhgn
prVidlng a detalléd description. ‘Ihus, we shaula expect
to see a limited number of categarles in use at any age.
This, in fact, appears in the data cailectedi There is a
ma%ément towards uéing more gategm;ies; but there alség

seeéms t6 be an upper: limit on the number of éatégoriés

-

‘that waﬁld be used, accounting for the apparent levelling

off of the number of res ﬁ@ns s given. Of additional not

sf

(Table 3), is the shift in mean number of categgr;es used

e
o
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between the third‘anq fourth gfédésgf Exﬂépt fgr the ﬁf@p

3

in gategcriES'ét:thg‘eighth grade,; th,T 1,‘ga ather po ,;?

'“whére'thézﬁeags differ frgm grade ta grade b§ as much ‘as

at these grad i- A . ] i
g ,Dverall;_thé Qbser ed develgpmenialxtrggds in tygéé

s

of categories, centrali Ez of categories, ~and elaborateneéss

@f'éateécriéé are cansistént with prior reséargh. . The ;i

nétable except;@n ;n th;s study 15 the apparent shift in

central y and elabcrateness accurrlng at ages samewhat

1]

_higher than previously observed. Furthér scrut;ny er

thi%-shiit;is in arder, including the. po S ibility that

there may be mare of a 1lnear grawth of descr;pt;ve
éatégérles and‘génstrugts than has been evldenced in
atherrstudiesgi

lép-é 't of person-

;A linear trend in the de

enge some*prevailing

k%

eve
-ﬁg Veptlcn constructs would chall
notions regarding the piyatal'rglé of cognitive stagés
injdetérmining thé quality and extensive;ess of social -
cognitiég in children. Séciai'zagn}tionrgguld be
exglaiﬁed in terms of saciai 1eé%ging“gﬁéncmena, Wheréin

the child gradually develops more internal (central) and

elébarafagways of describing persons, based upon
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Dbse;vat;cﬂ c:f mdéls whb em;:lﬂy such constructs in
‘7da:1y llfé.. When there are rmo cléar, stage;like shifts
4;;511117 P;rsa.n pérceptlan thai;ei in. ahlidren s descrﬂptians,
'tth e;;planatlcm of gradua;llgf* emérgiﬂg,' adaptive . !

per= i:ept;ans Df c:thefs becnes=s ia persuasiyve gvay to

int erpret changes. .
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Table 3 - LT
Mean Number of Categories Used K RN

~for Each Grade -
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